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What we know about literacy practices for adults with learning disabilities: 

A review of published research 



Abstract . Adults with learning disabilities (LD) are commonly assumed to be 
highly represented in the population of adults who have significant literacy 
learning needs. Many adult educators are not fully informed on how best to 
serve this population. Among the factors contributing to their lack of 
information is (a) a presumed paucity of research on best practices and (b) that 
the research-based information that does exist is not easily accessed. This 
research review includes published research from a 14 year period that is 
accessible to adult educators. General implications from the research found 
include that little research has been done on any one aspect of literacy 
education for adults with LD, most research on service delivery practices is 
descriptive, and reading is the primary focus of intervention research. This 
review should be helpful to adult educators seeking to compare their own 
practices to what has been researched, as well as to those concerned with 
identifying what further research is needed. 
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What we know about literacy practices for adults with learning disabilities: 

A review of published research 

Many adult educators are frustrated by a lack of information concerning what 
practices work for teaching literacy to adults with learning disabilities (LD). This 
frustration stems from several factors. These factors include insufficient and confusing 
information regarding the condition of learning disabilities and their manifestations in 
adults, and uncertainty as to what constitutes best practice in literacy education for 
adults with LD. Also, many adult educators experience professional isolation due to 
being trained in other areas of education. Many of these literacy practitioners do not 
receive the levels of professional support their K - 12 counterparts do. Underlying all 
of these factors is the limited amount of research related to effective practice and that 
what information there is is not easily accessible. 

By cataloging research that has been published on literacy education for adults 
with LD, we provide adult educators and others concerned with adult literacy with 
some of the information they need to interpret existing knowledge about best practices. 
This literature review can also be of use in identifying what knowledge and practices 
we as a field need to develop. 

Most of the adult literacy practices considered to be effective have been "proven" 
not in research, but rather in practice in adult education programs around the nation. 

By studying this literature review, practitioners will have an opportunity to compare 
what they "know to work" with what research has indicated to be sound practice. 
Practitioners can then evaluate their own practices in comparison to published 
research findings. 

Effective practices are performed by skilled professionals. Those professionals 
combine their beliefs and knowledge about effective practice with an understanding of 
the demands of the setting in which they implement the practice (Richardson, 1996). 

By "practice" here we man the full gamut of how adults with LD are served. Those 
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skills practitioners often employ trial and error strategies to facilitate the fit between 
practice and context. 

As often as not, professionals employing a practice can be duped into looking at 
the wrong factors when judging effectiveness and seeing what they want to. By asking 
the wrong question one can get answers that provide little information about what 
should be sought. There are at least two types of wrong questions that are commonly 
asked in practice. One type is to literally ask the wrong question, for example, asking 
does the student enjoy this approach to learning? When you want to know if the approach 
helps the student to decode words in print. While student motivation is very 
important, this question does not directly address the effectiveness of the practice 
being used. The second wrong question type is asking the right question but looking 
for the wrong information to answer it. For example, looking at recall of main ideas 
when assessing the effectiveness of a procedure for decoding words. 

Practitioners who ask wrong questions operate on an assumption of having 
satisfied appropriate research questions. For example, many adult literacy educators 
believe in the importance of providing instruction consistent with their adult student's 
preferred learning styles (i.e., strongest or most enjoyed learning modalities). They 
also believe there is research evidence to support their beliefs (see Arter & Jenkins, 

1977). While there is evidence that learners infact have particular learning styles and 
that they even have preferred learning styles (Dunn, 1990), there is no clear evidence 
that education based in preferred learning styles and that neglects other learning styles 
has any particular benefit for a learner (Barr, 1984; Chall, 1978; Kavale & Fomess, 1990; 
Stahl, 1988). Yet, scores of practitioners will respond that despite what research has or 
has not investigated and regardless of what it does or does not support, they "know" 
that learning style-based instruction is effective. This may be so and research may 
need to catch up with practice. Or, by investigating the research that does exist -to 
answer the right questions, practitioners may come to understand how what they 
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believe to know can be differently understood. Thus, at a minimum it is important for 
practitioners to become consumers of research. It is also important that they and 
others concerned with adult literacy education are aware of what has and has not been 
researched, so that decisions can be made about what is best practice and what must be 
learned before more best practices can be determined. 

Even positive findings from exemplary research have limited practical utility, 
however. Ample evidence exists to indicate that education practices that have been 
validated by research do not routinely produce similar positive results in daily practice 
(Kaestle, 1993; Kennedy, 1997). The results of research can be biased or nonreflective 
of the typical contexts in which a practice is normally implemented. Among the 
reasons for this are that research is sometimes carried out in artificially controlled 
situations. Some research projects are carelessly biased when they are set out to 
"prove" or "disprove" hypothesized findings. This may influence what data is 
collected and how it is interpreted. Also, the unique context of any education setting 
(e.g., teacher and pupil prior knowledge, physical surroundings) places one-of-a-kind 
demands on a practice. Those researched practices that are effectively translated into 
daily practice further support this point. Effectively translated practices are effective 
precisely because a generic researched practice is "translated" in order to make it fit a 
unique context. The conclusion to be drawn is not that research is irrelevant in 
determining what is effective. Rather, research provides a vital contribution to 
practitioners determining what is effective. Research evidence can be used by 
practitioners to inform what practices they try and how they apply those practices in 
their unique context. Hence, we present this review of accessible research. 

Method 

Search Procedure 

Four computerized data bases were searched for this literature review, 

Dissertation Abstracts International (DAI), Education Resources Information Center 
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(ERIC), Psychological Abstracts (PA), and Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI). These 
databases were selected because they have comprehensive cross listings of publications 
relevant to adult literacy and learning disabilities, and they and the majority of 
materials they reference are easily accessed through libraries around the nation. The 
search in each database was inclusive of all posted materials dated from 1982 to 
September, 1995. The search was conducted over the twelve month period from 
January, 1995 to January, 1996. (Due to the delay in posting time for some indexes, 
some eligible publications may not have been identified during the search period.) 

The descriptors listed in Table 1 were searched individually and in combination 
with descriptors that included the term "adult" (e.g., adult + literacy + learning 
disabilities). Specific descriptors were searched in multiple tenses when not an 
automatic function of the database search procedures (e.g., learning disability, learning 
disabled, learning disabilities). The majority of search descriptors were identified by the 
researchers before the literature search was begun. The descriptors listed with each 
eligible entry found were reviewed and additional relevant descriptors revealed by the 
search were added to our search list. 

Insert Table 1 about here 



Selection criteria 

The search yielded over 500 references. The following criteria were used to 
determine which references were eligible to be represented in our literature set. First, 
the publication had to be identified in at least one of the four data bases. These data 
bases are available to the public in computerized and print formats. Second, eligible 
references had to be from research studies. All forms of research were accepted, 
including quantitative, qualitative, quasi-experimental studies, and research reviews. 
Third, the studies had to address some aspect of literacy and adults with learning 
disabilities. Examples of the variety of eligible studies include literacy profiles of 
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adults with learning disabilities, attitudinal surveys of literacy service providers, or 
investigations of specific screening, support, or academic interventions for adults with 
LD. The referenced materials did not have to present the eligible study as its sole or 
primary focus in order to qualify for inclusion. In a few cases, a single publication 
reported multiple distinct studies. And fourth, the materials had to be published in a 
format available to the public. Thus, we use the term "published" to signify materials 
that may be secured through libraries, clearinghouses, or purchases available to all. 
"Published" also includes those materials that are available only in microfiche or 
computerized formats, as well as professional journals, newsletters, books, etc. 
Unpublished research (e.g., drafts in preparation for publication, research in progress) 
have been excluded because they are not readily available and their content may not be 
in its final form. 

A total of 85 studies were found that satisfied our eligibility criteria. The 85 were 
found in 81 publications. Three additional studies were possibly eligible but their 
publications could not be located through interlibrary loan services. A larger number 
of published studies than were eligible according to our criteria pertain to adult 
literacy education and learning disabilities. For example, a search of adult students on 
the ERIC database for the same time period as our search yielded a total of 2,846 
publications. A portion of those publications would be accessible research studies with 
relevancy to our topic. They were, however, not accessed in our more focused search 
for information specifically related to research on literacy education for adults with 
LD. 

Data Analysis 

Each publication that satisfied the eligibility criteria was reviewed to identify 
content of interest to those concerned with adult literacy and learning disabilities. 

These stakeholders include adult educators, literacy and learning disabilities 
specialists, adult learners, and educational researchers. Content were organized into 
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several categories. First, the general area of each study was identified as addressing 
screening 1 , intervention, or adult education staff, students, or programs. The number and 
type of study participants were noted (e.g., 10 adult basic education [ABE] students 
and 73 traditional ABE /literacy program coordinators). Also, the type of research 
design employed was noted, or if it was a review of research. The topic of each study 
was determined by reading the published research and identifying its primary focus. 
Thus, the list of research topics emerged from reading the eligible studies. Topics 
include transition, reading, writing, functional skills, academic skills, other, and research 
review. Subtopics were similarly identified for each topic. Subtopics for academic skills, 
for example, include assistance & motivation, guided note taking, and communication & 
assertiveness skills training. The topic other was used for publications that did not clearly 
fit any of the other topics. The other category included such subtopics as pronunciation 
and computer assisted instruction. Specific research findings were also noted for each 
study. Lastly, the duration of the study was recorded. 

Findings 

The collective findings from this literature review provide insight into practices in 
adult literacy education for adults with LD. More specifically, they reflect what has 
been addressed through research and published. This review should not be 
considered an exhaustive resource on practices or participants in literacy education for 
adults with LD. We do not endorse any of the findings presented in the literature 
included in this review. The integrity of the information provided is the responsibility 
of the publication's authors. 

As informative as the eligible publications are, where they were and were not 
found is also informative. Those that were published in professional journals were 

1 Distinctions were not made for this review between those studies that appeared to 
address screening versus assessment for LD. Use of terminology in the publications 
and descriptions of practices indicate that the two procedures were not clearly 
distinguished by some authors or program staff. 
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almost all from disability related journals such as Learning Disabilities Research and 
Practice and Journal of Learning Disabilities. Very few were from literacy or adult 
education related journals, unless they had a combined focus on disability (e.g.. Journal 
of Reading, Writing, and Learning Disabilities International). (The few literacy and adult 
education journals included Community Junior College Quarterly of Research and Practice 
and Journal of Reading.) Eligible publications in the form of research reports or ERIC 
documents also tended to be from projects and research programs devoted to 
disability-related issues. What this trend in publication outlets indicates is that of the 
small amount of research devoted to literacy education for adults with LD, almost 
none is published in outlets directed toward adult and general educators. Or, said 
another way, where education researchers commonly submit reports of their work on 
adult literacy are not the same outlets for disability-related reports. Hence, those 
publishing on adult literacy may lack exposure to disability related issues in their 
fields and apparently do not include examination of disability related issues in their 
own reporting. 

Also interesting is the small number of eligible publications from all sources in 
the 14 year span of this review. Notable among the journals that did not contain any 
eligible publications are Adult Education Quarterly (formerly Adult Education), 

Educational Gerontology and Adult Learning (formerly Lifelong Learning: The Adult Years). 
Because it was possible that some articles in these journals were pertinent to adult 
literacy and learning disabilities but were not identified by our search procedures, the 
tables of contents of each were searched. No eligible entries were found. A more 
positive implication from the list of sources of eligible publications is that it included 
dissertations and theses. The 18 eligible studies that were published as dissertations 
were all published between the years 1988 and 1995. This may serve as an indication 
that scholars in the field are taking increased notice of the importance of research in 
literacy education for adults with LD. 
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Of the 85 eligible published research studies, 56 were studies of characteristics of 
adult education programs, staff, and/or students (4 were also identified as screening 
studies), 14 were categorized as primarily addressing screening (4 were also identified 
as adult education studies), and 19 primarily addressed interventions. Five of the 
studies of characteristics qualified as containing contributions to two categories. The 
categories to which individual studies were assigned represent the major focus of the 
study (for example, only a few studies were categorized as primarily addressing 
screening, however, other studies had screening as one topic of their focus, e.g., 
Ostertag, Pearson, & Baker, 1986a). Seven of the publications reviewed included more 
than one study that qualified for inclusion, each study was counted separately. 

Some of the eligible publications presented only a single design and data 
collection method, others presented multiple designs and measures. The studies of 
adult education staff, programs, or students were predominately survey or interview 
(n = 42), followed by case study or observation (n = 8), three involved record reviews, 
nine were experimental/ quasi-experimental studies and three were literature reviews, 
nine had multiple designs, and one had an unspecified design. The 14 screening 
studies included two survey, nine experimental /quasi-experimental designs, one 
instrument review, and one expert consultation. The intervention research included 
three survey and six interview studies, one naturalistic, nine case study or 
observations, nine experimental/ quasi-experimental designs, eight multiple design 
studies, and one record review. Six of the studies included in the review were based 
on literacy programs in foreign nations. 

Findings by Category 

Adult Education Programs 

Research on adult education programs was overwhelmingly focused on 
describing the services programs offer. More specifically, their purpose was to identify 
either which services are offered or the appropriateness of those offered. For the 




II 



Adults with LD research 



10 

majority of these studies, this involved survey research in which program staff or 
administrators were asked to describe services in a defined area. For example. Pollack 
(1991) surveyed education directors in one state's adult correctional facilities to 
determine the types of education services offered to prison populations and whether or 
not services are differentiated for those prisoners with LD. As might be expected, the 
studies in this category all focused on specific types of service providers (e.g., 
community colleges, adult literacy programs in a single state). For only one study 
(Gerber, 1984) was the purpose to compare services from different types of programs. 
Findings from this set of adult education program studies are diverse and, therefore, 
not easily summarized. At one level of categorization, the studies may be divided 
between those focused on postsecondary programs in colleges and universities, and 
those programs that are community based (e.g., adult basic education). 

College / University programs . Nine of the eighteen adult education program 
research studies investigated community colleges or 4-year degree college and 
university programs (Table 2). These particular studies focused mostly on services that 
may best be described as "related" to literacy interventions for students with LD. In all, 
they provide a representation of the types of services postsecondary institutions 
consider important for their students with literacy needs. While services for directly 
building literacy skills were identified in some instances (e.g., remedial reading 
classes), more commonly identified services were in the spirit of accommodation. 
Accommodative education services help to reduce disability-based barriers to 
participation and success (Mellard, Hall, & Leibowitz, 1997). If this is an accurate 
profile of how community and 4-year colleges and universities address the unique 
needs of their students with basic literacy needs and/or an LD, it might indicate that 
those in need of developing basic skills would be wise to do so before entering one of 
these settings. Programs that teach basic skills and compensatory strategies are 
unavoidable in building adult basic literacy performance. 
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Insert Table 2 about here 

Findings from studies such as those by Ostertag, Pearson & Baker (1986b) and 
Woods, Sedlacek, and Boyer (1990) indicated that a large variety of accommodative 
services are available both for navigating colleges and universities (e.g., registration 
assistance) and succeeding on specific academic tasks, (e.g., course selection, tutoring, 
teaching of literacy skills and strategies). In a nationwide survey of two and four-year 
college programs affiliated with the Association of Handicapped Student Services 
Programs in Postsecondary Education (AHSSPPE), Bursuck, Rose, and Cowen (1989) 
found those programs tended to be in compliance with Section 504 regulations, and 
that, in fact, many schools offered services in addition to those required for 
compliance. Hunt (1990) conducted a survey of public two-year community colleges 
in one state analyzing their then current services and projected needs. Her findings 
were catalysts for (a) development of special needs departments, (b) seeking assistance 
to improve assessment practices and (c) planning for professional development for 
college staff. Similarly, Marcus (1990) compiled a report of 15 programs receiving 
funds from the Funds for Improvement of Post Secondary Education program (FIPSE). 
Both what was considered to work and not to work has been reported by the 
individual projects' directors. Descriptions of each program include what was done 
and what has become of the program since ending of the FIPSE funding. Findings 
from these studies should be informative at least to those providing services at similar 
institutions. The studies of college and university programs tended not to specifically 
address the adequacy of the service programs offered, however. 

Of the nine studies that focused specifically on services for students with LD or 
at-risk provided by vocational college, community colleges, or 4-year colleges and 
universities, all indicated that the majority of the institutions they studied offer some 
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special services for students with LD. The different purposes of the various studies led 
to different levels of specificity in describing those services. 

Four of the nine studies specifically addressed learning disabilities assessment- 
related services. From these studies it would appear that LD is often taken into 
account in the admissions process, but that assessment for LD practices varies among 
programs. There was variation in terms of whether programs conducted assessments 
and whether they used assessment results to guide admission or placement and service 
decisions. Just over half of 13 state universities queried in one state indicated that they 
had special admission criteria for applicants with an acknowledged LD (Woods et al., 
1990). Ninety-two percent of those universities require documentation of the learning 
disability; what portion of those institutions provide assessment and disability 
certification services was not reported. Fifty-four percent of respondents indicated that 
they use some form of standardized diagnostic indicator to describe learning 
disabilities (most often the WAIS-R or Woodcock Johnson Psycho-Educational. 

Of the 13 schools in the Woods et al. (1990) study, 47 % use a preadmission 
interview as part of the admission process. Only 33 % of those same institutions 
indicated that they use assessments for class placement decisions. Less than three- 
quarters of 4-year college and university programs surveyed in another study 
indicated that they use assessments in making placement decisions (Beirne-Smith & 
Deck, 1989). Still, in a study of 106 of a state's community colleges (Ostertag et al., 
1986a), 89 % were found to accept assessment results from other agencies for use in 
making placement decisions. (Discussion of eligible publications on the practice and 
implications of screening and assessment may be found in the Screening section ahead.) 

Seven of the nine studies of college and university programs named specific 
examples of support services offered to students with LD or recognized as needed to 
be offered. These include support in reading, writing, spelling, math, oral 
communication, note taking, test taking and vocational, personal living and 
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independence skills. In addition, they identified support services offered including 
assessment, priority registration, tutoring, remedial classes, special testing situations — 
including alternative formats and extra time for class exams, extra time to complete 
class assignments, referrals for services related to disabilities, consultations, 
counseling, faculty consultation, and faculty and staff training on the characteristics 
and needs of students with LD. One of the studies of community colleges in a single 
state (Ostertag et al., 1986b) indicated that "most" of the colleges in the state provide at 
least some of the special services identified. There is no evidence based on the small 
number of publications identified that services provided markedly differ among 
vocational, community, and 4-year colleges or universities. 

Other studies investigated services in terms of who provides them. For example, 
Woods et al.'s (1990) study of 13 state universities indicated that 69 % of program 
services are offered under the auspices of a disabled student services-type program. In 
the one survey of vocational college faculty (Nelson, Smith, & Dodd, 1991), the faculty 
indicated both a need to provide support services to students with LD and their own 
willingness to provide instructional adaptations. There was little correlation, however, 
between the adaptations faculty indicated they were willing to provide and those they 
actually did provide. Consistent with this finding, Hunt's (1990) survey of needs in 
two-year community colleges revealed a need for faculty and staff professional 
development in the area of disability-related services. 

In the studies reviewed, only limited information was offered about the 
qualifications of persons and / or departments that offered special services. Of the 13 
state universities Woods et al. (1990) studied, only 47 % employ a full-time specialist in 
learning disabilities. And, in a survey asking nearly 300 postsecondary personnel what 
qualifications such a specialist should have (Norlander, Shaw, & McGuire, 1989; 
Norlander, 1990), the qualities identified include having skill at assessment - including 
skill in interpreting standardized tests, and having knowledge of cognitive 
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interventions and instructional skills appropriate for students with disabilities. Skill at 
affective interventions and research were identified as not very important. 

What emerges from a review of the topics of these studies is an emphasis on 
identifying what is offered, with much less attention to impact of the offerings. Only 
three of the college/ university publications made reference to a program's evaluation 
of the impact of the special services they offered. Woods et al. (1990) found that 
slightly more than half of the 13 state universities they surveyed could not identify the 
number of graduates from the previous year who had a learning disability. Bursuck et 
al. (1989) made similar findings in their survey of 197 AHSSPPE programs. On a more 
positive note, Ostertag et al. (1986b) found that 89 % of the community colleges studied 
in one state did conduct standardized assessments of their "LD Average" programs. 

Community adult education . In the nine studies of community-based adult 
education programs (see Table 3), the common focus was on sources of program 
funding and the types of services provided. In regards to types of services, both those 
related to providing education (e.g., financing, accommodative services) and specific 
literacy interventions (e.g., basic reading instruction) were subjects of study. 

Insert Table 3 about here 

A study of adult literacy programs across one state (Gadsden, 1989) revealed that 
the majority of program funding is from state and local resources. Only 3 % of those 
programs charge their students directly for services; twenty-eight percent of those 
enrolled were working toward (General Educational Development diploma) GED 
attainment and 21 % were studying reading and writing at basic to advanced levels. 

Using surveys to adult education centers in another state, Nurss, Campbell and 
Hiles (1991) found somewhat parallel information. The materials staff are most likely 
to use concern funding sources for their programs, and recruitment and retention. 

Other most likely used materials address literacy for adults -including those with LD, 
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workplace literacy, family literacy, and materials for beginning readers. The materials 
reported as least used shed further interesting light on populations served at the 
centers and on the nature of intervention practices. Literacy materials concerning the 
homeless and elderly, as well as computer software and materials used in training 
literacy volunteers were all identified as among the least used. What materials are and 
are not used are potentially influenced by the students and missions of the programs. 

In Gadsden's (1989) survey study of adult literacy programs, 74 % of the materials 
identified as used were published materials. 

In a study of 50 literacy education programs in adult correctional facilities in one 
state. Pollack (1991) identified similar information to that from other community based 
program studies. Thirty-four percent of the facilities budget education funds 
specifically for remedial education efforts. (Eighty-two percent of the programs 
sponsor college degree programs.) They reported that, on average, more than 25 % of 
the inmates enrolled in education have a learning disability. (Of the facilities 
responding, 18 % report that more than 10 % of their general inmate population has a 
learning disability.) Just over one quarter of their special education teachers do not 
have special education teaching certification. More than half of the programs use 
tutoring as a form of instruction; sixty percent of those programs use volunteer tutors 
and 86 % rely on inmates as tutors. In the opinions of the responding administrators, 
most inmates see the education programs as a chance to improve their personal skills, 
a smaller number consider enrollment as important for impressing parole boards and a 
minority are enrolled because they consider it the easiest program option in their 
facility. This is consistent with other findings indicating most inmates seek education 
for betterment (Haigler, Harlow, O'Conner, & Campbell, 1994). Eighty percent of 
inmates participate in education programs between 11 and 30 hours per week; this is 
the amount of participation for 58 % of those with LD enrolled in education programs. 

In another study of programming services for adults with LD, Ramsey and 
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Ramsey (1983) studied the effects of a specialized academic curriculum on Job Corps 
participants with LD. Participation in the curriculum resulted in greater retention and 
academic success than for those with LD who instead took part in the traditional 
curriculum. .Those from the specialized curriculum also had better starting salaries 
and job retention at the conclusion of instruction. Comparisons were made to 
underachievers. 

Adult Education Staff 

The nine eligible published studies of adult education staff can be broadly 
grouped by those that describe characteristics of various staff and those addressing 
staff training (see Table 4). 

Insert Table 4 about here 

Characteristics . All nine studies included research on characteristics of adult 
education staff, each of those focused on staff preparedness to serve students including 
those with LD. Each of these studies concerned those with direct responsibility for 
educating adult students. In surveys that asked the educators or their administrators 
to report on staff qualifications, there was a strong indication that the educators were 
prepared to meet the needs of their adult students with LD. Interestingly, none of 
these studies sought the views of students with disabilities. 

Staff at 77 % of the literacy programs studied in one state by Gadsden (1989), are 
required to have at least a bachelor's degree and teaching certification. And, a study of 
510 postsecondary service delivery providers for students with LD found most have a 
Masters degree but less than five years of postsecondary experience with students with 
LD (Yost, Shaw, Cullen, & Bigaj, 1994). More than two-thirds of them have an 
educational background in an area other than special education. 

Ross and Smith (1988) found that ABE and GED educators (teachers, counselors 
and administrators) generally have confidence in their ability to serve students with 
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learning disabilities, and that they welcome having these individuals as students. 

These same educators, however, desire more training on LD and LD service provision. 
Nelson, Smith, and Dodd (1991) likewise found in a survey of vocational community 
college faculty that they consider themselves prepared and willing to serve their adult 
students with LD. There was little correspondence, however, between what adaptive 
instructional practices these instructors reported as providing and the practices they 
self-identified as willing to provide. Nelson, Dodd, and Smith (1990) found college 
faculty differed by discipline in their willingness to supply specific accommodations. 
The faculty were surveyed on their willingness to supply 18 identified 
accommodations. 

Norlander et al. (1989) and Norlander (1990) found that postsecondary educators 
identify competency in the areas of assessment and intervention as most desirable for 
someone in their profession. Saeteo (1990) made similar findings from surveying 
functional literacy teachers and administrators in Thailand. 

A general conclusion drawn from the studies of characteristics of adult education 
teachers is that they are willing to accept the challenge of teaching adults with literacy 
learning needs, including adults with LD. Further, they consider themselves prepared 
to teach this population. And, indeed, they do generally have some degree of training 
specifically in adult education or learning disabilities. The publications in this review 
that investigated staff training found staff are generally trained adult or special 
educators (e.g., Gadsden, 1989; Yost et al., 1994). Still, many of these staff themselves 
identify a need for more training. Few of the qualifying studies sought to. 
independently verify staffs' preparedness (e.g., observing or otherwise measuring 
actual interactions with learners with LD). 

Staff development . In several studies, adult educators identified needed areas of 
professional training or staff development. Adult educators are decidedly in favor of 
learning about literacy interventions in their staff developments. 
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The 205 adult educators Ross and Smith (1988) surveyed identified their most 
desired in-service topic as intervention methods for meeting the needs of students with 
LD. More than two-thirds of those surveyed want to know more about characteristics 
of students with LD and appropriate teaching methods. More than half of them want 
information on appropriate materials to use in their teaching. The survey results also 
indicate a need for more information on legal protections and discrimination in light of 
Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act. Thirty-one tutors in one state's adult 
literacy programs reported on a forced choice survey that they are not interested in 
participating in training on appreciating cultural differences and applying that 
appreciation in their tutoring, whereas they would be interested in learning about 
academic tutoring skills, planning, and reviewing materials and resources (Center 
County Vocational-Technical School, County Development Center for Adults, 1994). 

In all, the findings from the studies of adult education staff reflect educators who 
are confident and prepared for the challenge of serving adult students with LD. Both 
their qualifications and desires for professional growth reflect a professional 
orientation toward their teaching of students with LD. The study's findings also 
indicate that the staff, by their own admission, could learn more about serving adult 
students with LD. 

Adult Education Students 

A total of 29 published studies were focused on characteristics of adult education 
students (see Table 5). These studies may be grouped by their primary emphasis on 
student affect, participation in education, quality of life, and medical or cognitive 
profiles. 

Insert Table 5 about here 

Affect . Johnson (1994) and Graff and Coggins (1989), among others, reported that 
adults with LD in adult education or rehabilitation programs often have negative self- 




20 



Adults with LD research 



19 

affect that likely contributes to poor literacy learning. For example, the adults report 
lack of self-confidence about their academic abilities, as well as general personal 
dissatisfaction in such areas as personality, capabilities, and sociability. They have also 
reported high levels of anxiety that may interfere with their education (Gregg, Hoy, 
King, Moreland, & Jagota, 1992). The nature of an adult's self-affect can contribute 
directly to the quality of her/his education experiences. College personnel report that 
in addition to having some adequate academic skills, positive affect and motivation are 
essential for success as a college student (Fadale & Winter, 1990; McGuire & Bieber, 
1989). In interviews with both adults who had and had not earned external degrees, 
Graff and Coggins (1989) found those who were completors had distinctly more 
positive self-affect as they worked on those degrees. The completors reported 
confidence in their abilities and indicated that they had been personally resourceful in 
seeking out the assistance they needed to be successful. 

Reiff, Gerber, and Ginsberg (1992) interviewed 71 vocationally successful adults. 
They found key commonalties among the successful in terms of internal and externally 
controlled factors. Both the internal and external factors concerned orientation for 
success and strategies for accomplishing goals. All of the internal and external factors 
identified are potentially alterable in most adults with LD. In a similar study, Gerber, 
Reiff, and Ginsberg (1994) had 40 successful adults with LD recount "critical incidents" 
related to their learning disabilities and success. Most of the incidents were positive. 
Also, most critical incidents were from their adult years and occurred in educational 
settings. 

Roulstone (1990) reported that British Further Education school SLD course 
leaders, responding through a survey, perceive social competence and communication 
skills education as contributing to their students' independence (group discussion and 
role playing were reported as the most effective approaches for teaching these skills). 
McGuire and Bieber’s (1989) study reported survey results from community college 
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students, some of whom had an LD. They too reported the need for positive affect. 

They specifically cited the need for self-confidence and realistic goals. 

Negative self-affect was found to be related to limited successes. Ziegahn (1989) 
found in interviews with "low literate" adult residents of a Native American 
reservation that complacency can contribute to not engaging in literacy education. For 
example, contentment with work or relationship status was self-reported as a reason to 
not participate in literacy education, whereas dissatisfaction and a desire for change 
was reported as a reason to participate. Johnson (1994) reported that in addition to 
lacking a sense of personal control over their self-perceived weaknesses, the three 
adult males he studied were likely to employ avoidance strategies. 

Participation . In a survey of 108 four-year college or university learning 
disabilities support programs (Beirne-Smith & Deck, 1989), the majority of students 
served are undergraduate males. Most of the students are self- or parent-referred to 
the support program. 

A high proportion of high school students with LD drop out instead of 
completing (Texas Education Agency, Austin Division of Program Evaluation, 1991; 
Wagner, 1990). Following that trend, students with LD are generally less likely than 
their nondisabled peers to participate in- and complete postsecondary education 
(Levine & Edgar, 1995). In a survey of teachers and LD support staff for college 
students with LD, Adelman (1992) found that those students most at-risk for failure 
have high levels of absenteeism for both their classes and disability-related support 
sessions. These same students, when they do attend, were reported to frequently be 
unprepared and to display disinterest. Similarly, their assignments are commonly 
turned in late, often incomplete. Gadsden's (1989) study findings, however, contradict 
the common perception that most adult education students do not stay in programs 
long enough to attain their goals. Ninety-one percent of program administrators she 
surveyed reported that more than half of their enrollees remain in the program long 
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enough to achieve their objective. These same administrators reported that the 
primary reasons for students attending the programs are developing reading skills and 
achieving short term goals. Less than a quarter of the students are known to pursue 
further education once leaving the programs. Thirty-nine percent of the students work 
on basic reading skills at the literacy sites. 

Norton (1992) surveyed three groups of students at one community college 
concerning their study habits and skills. The groups were nonLD students in remedial 
courses, nonLD students in traditional courses, and students with LD in remedial 
classes who received assistance in a "developmental learning lab." Findings included 
that there are very few differences in study habits among the groups. Those with LD 
reported requiring substantially more assistance in math, spelling, writing, and 
reading comprehension, however; they also reported difficulty in understanding their 
own class notes. 

Few of the studies included in this review of the literature sought the adult 
students' perspective on adult education. In one that did, a survey of adults with LD 
who had participated in a college preparatory program (San Nicolas, San Nicolas, & 
Morelli, 1990), the adults indicated that they appreciate small class sizes and teachers 
with whom they can have discussions. Other studies indirectly sought information on 
adult students' perspectives. For example, Mlekwa (1992) investigated adults' 
perceptions of Tanzania's state literacy program. Adult learners as well as government 
officials and adult education program administrators were observed and asked to 
comment. A central finding was that the adults perceive little correlation between 
literacy programs and fulfilling their basic economic needs. 

Quality of life . From an analysis of the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS), 
Reder (1994) concluded that an adult's wages or earnings are positively correlated with 
her/his level of functional literacy. Economic profiles specifically of adults with LD 
tend to reflect findings from other studies not included in this review on quality of life 
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and transition (e.g., Wagner, 1993). For example, Sitlington and Frank (1993) found 
that those with LD who dropped out of or completed a Resource Training Program are 
employed at similar rates, but that a significant portion of them are not actually 
employed. Those who are employed typically work in labor and service jobs at near 
minimum wage pay levels. 

The Texas Education Agency, Austin Division of Program Evaluation (1991) 
found young adults with LD are more likely than their nondisabled peers to be high 
school dropouts and more likely to be employed at lower levels. Those with LD are 
also less likely to pursue post secondary education. In questionnaires to adults with 
LD who had been enrolled in special education during secondary school. Smith (1990) 
found that approximately one-third of the nearly 400 respondents who never applied 
for vocational rehabilitation services were unaware of how to seek out or initiate 
services. 

Levine and Edgar (1995) interviewed high school completors who had been out of 
high school five or ten years. Those with LD were less likely to have participated in or 
completed postsecondary education. Females with LD who were pregnant or had 
children were typically single parents without partners or financial support. 
Employment trends were similar for adults with and without disabilities. Males with 
LD were more likely than females with LD to be employed after six years, however. 
Ohler (1995) and Levine (1994) found that in the case of college students with and 
without LD, differences in "career maturity" are based on socioeconomic status, and 
classification as having a severe LD or mild LD. 

Medical /Cognitive profiles . Several of the publications provided medical or 
cognitive profiles of the adult students with LD whom they studied. For example, 
Bristow (1992) administered a state's Optometric Association's vision screening battery 
to a total of 34 ABE/GED students functioning at varied levels. Findings include that 
approximately 80% failed one or more of the battery's ten vision subtests. As a general 
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pattern, the lower the ABE level at which a student was studying, the more subtests 
she/he failed. As is suggested in both Bingman (1989) and Jordan (1989), a first step in 
the LD screening process should be a vision screening. 

Johnson (1994) administered a psycho-educational battery to 14 adults with LD 
reading at or below the fourth grade level. As is common in children with LD, their 
mean full scale and performance scores fell within the average range while their verbal 
score was low (mean = 83.5). Using Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory - 2 
(MMPI-2) results, Gregg et al., (1992) found adults with LD to differ significantly from 
the normative population. They were found to be under extreme stress that led to high 
anxiety, as well as to have negative self-concepts. And, Dikitanan (1994) looked at 
learning disabilities and characteristics in at-risk first year college students that might 
inhibit college completion. Twenty-one percent of the 404 students were identified as 
having a learning disability. No specific "preferred" learning style was identified for 
these students. However, statistically significant correlations for the students' with LD 
performance on individual measures led the author to conclude the students need to 
improve their cognitive abilities in vocabulary, comprehension, spelling, and 
arithmetic. 

Screening Studies 

Fourteen studies specifically addressed screening or assessment practices in adult 
education for adults who may have an LD (see Table 6). (Not all were studies solely of 
LD screening or assessment, however.) These studies addressed either the 
appropriateness of specific screening or assessment practices, or which practices are 
used and how. 



Insert Table 6 about here 

Test appropriateness . The Consortium for the Study of Learning Disabilities in 
the California Community Colleges (1983a) analyzed various learning disabilities 
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assessment tools to determine which may be appropriate for adults with a suspected 
LD. They concluded that few assessment tests are appropriate for assessing aptitude 
or achievement in community college populations, and that those that may be 
appropriate are susceptible to bias for certain populations. Their findings also showed 
little difference between those with an LD and those who are low-achievers, and thus 
the authors suggested that the aptitude-achievement discrepancy formula may not be 
appropriate for assessing learning disabilities in community college student 
populations. Similar findings concerning achievement and performance scores of 
young adult females of Anglo and Mexican- American descent indicate that language, 
and not learning disability, is likely to be source of discrepancy between the groups 
(Whitworth, 1984). Despite such findings, the aptitude-achievement discrepancy is 
still the dominate formula used in recognizing LD in adults (McCue, 1994). 

Other research was focused on assessment related to specific learning disabilities. 
These have been studies of how LD subtypes may be reliably determined. Shafrir and 
Siegel (1994) studied whether a procedure used for identifying subtypes of specific 
learning disabilities in children is applicable for identifying LD subtypes in adolescents 
and adults. After administering the Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale-revised (WAIS- 
R) and Wide Range Achievement Test-revised (WRAT-R) to adults with IQ scores of 80 
or below and applying Siegel's procedures, the authors concluded that the following 
subtypes of LD can be reliably determined: arithmetic disability, reading disability, 
and combined reading and arithmetic disability. The performance levels on specific 
subtests of the WAIS-R and the WRAT-R by which the authors based their findings are 
detailed in the publication. The authors further found that distinguishing between the 
educational level of adolescents and adults does not help to further distinguish 
subtypes. 

In a study involving undergraduate college students, some of whom had a 
specific reading LD and others who did not, Roberts (1995) compared predictability of 
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a reading disability from the WAIS-R and the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Cognitive 
Ability-Revised battery (W-J TCA-R). Because students tend to score higher on the full 
scale IQ of the WAIS-R, almost three times as many are identified as having a reading 
disability as are when the W-J TCA-R is administered alone. The authors concluded 
that a subset of WAIS-R subtests can reliably predict the W-J TCA-R Broad Cognitive 
Abilities score for those identified as having a reading disability. 

Testing practices . Carlton and Walkenshaw (1991) surveyed 35 postsecondary 
institutions to identify what practices they follow in their assessment process. The 
findings indicated that nearly 50 % of responding institutions are not assessing all 
areas pertinent to an LD diagnosis. In several instances, the tests being used as part of 
the diagnosis process have not been normed on adult populations. This published 
study provides a cautionary tale regarding how assessment is sometimes being 
conducted in postsecondary institutions. It also provides information on a variety of 
tests that have been used to evaluate such areas as language and communication skills, 
math, reading, and visual perception skills. 

Potential biases in assessment practices were studied in several publications. 
Thompson (1994) studied whether the placement test used in one college to place "non- 
native speakers" in lower level English classes or ESL are biased. The performances of 
all students assessed across three semesters using the Combined English Language 
Skills Assessment (CELSA) were compared by ESL placement levels to the scores of 80 
% of those with the highest level of placement in ESL classes. No bias was detected 
based on gender. Possible bias was determined based on age, however. Older 
individuals are found to have typically been out of school longer than younger 
individuals; years out of school is negatively correlated with preparedness to succeed. 

In addition, evidence indicated that students with self-reported LDs may be over 
represented in ESL and entry-level English classes. This finding may indicate a 
programmatic bias or may be reflective of the learning needs of non-native speakers 
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with LD at the college studied. 

Findings by Weaver (1994) indicate that due to anxiety, low concentration and 
limited skills, students with LD benefit from additional time for testing. Multiple tests 
were administered to college students with and without LD to establish these findings. 

In a study involving adults with LD who are enrolled in literacy programs or 
postsecondary education, Lemke (1995) tried to identify predictors of risk for stress in 
adults with LD. The Learning Disability Self-Disclosure Inventory was developed for 
this study, and found to be some- what reliable for predicting risk for stress. Stress was 
identified as a degree of what the authors referred to as "passing," that is, self- 
awareness of one's learning disability and the degree of accompanying wariness and 
selectivity in revealing that awareness to others. Overall, no statistically significant 
difference was found between levels of self-confidence for adults with LD and those in 
the general population. Those with LD were found likely to use social supports as a 
buffer against stress in such ways as engaging in superficial relationships. Also, those 
with LD were found to be more likely than the general population to deal with stress 
by engaging in avoidance coping strategies and learned helplessness behaviors. 
Intervention Studies 

The studies included in this review that concerned intervention practices (see 
Table 7) may be broadly subcategorized as addressing a specific intervention practice 
or an approach to intervention. For example, Lazarus (1993) studied the effectiveness 
of postsecondary students with LD using guided notes; and, Geib and Chamie (1986) 
conducted a four year case study on the effectiveness of a "triage" model of instruction 
with one adult with a severe LD. 

Insert Table 7 about here 

Specific practices . The majority of the published research in the intervention 
category (on both practices and approaches) focuses on reading. Unlike studies in the 
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Adult Education category, a strong majority of these studies involved adults in adult 
basic education programs. Still, even for those studies that did involve adults in 
colleges and universities, reading related interventions are the common topic of study. 
This general finding is indicative of the degree to which reading is a pervasive area of 
need for adult literacy students and, plausibly the importance of reading in the lives of 
these adults. 

Examining the nature of the reading-based intervention studies may reveal what 
at least the adult literacy research community considers to be important approaches to 
reading instruction. With the inclusion of a naturalistic study of reading abilities (e.g., 
McGuire & Bieber, 1989) and other studies from this review that identify their subjects' 
reading proficiency, the case is made even stronger. Almost without exception, the 
studies reflect an orientation towards a skills-based approach to reading. This is true 
for both understanding the reading abilities of the adult student and for providing 
reading interventions. While studies may be found of phoneme blending skills (e.g., 
Johnston, 1994) and auditory discrimination (Edwards & Smith, 1992; Wisner, 1987), 
for example, few studies clearly investigated non-skills based approaches (e.g., 

Johnson, 1985; Gadsden, 1989). 

In Gadsden's (1989) survey of adult literacy programs, 74 % reported using word 
recognition programs such as phonic-centered approaches. In a comparison of a 
language-experience approach to a word recognition approach for ABE students, the 
language experience method was found to lead to improved comprehension, but not to 
make any comparative difference to the personal efficacy of the subjects (Gadsden, 

1989). 

Other studies addressed intervention topics in addition to reading. For example, 
Ogles (1990) studied the impact of learning contracts on the reading gains of adults 
with beginning reading skills. The contracts resulted in greater attendance and 
persistence but not comparably greater reading gains over adults with LD who do not 
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use contracts. 

Bursuck et al. (1989) found that approximately one-third of the program staff they 
surveyed consider students' development of compensatory learning strategies to be the 
most important service they can provide. And, roughly one in ten of them identified 
remedial instruction in basic skills as most important. 

Some of the intervention studies addressed topics identified as important in 
research from other categories of this review, for example Graff and Coggins' (1989) 
findings regarding the importance of adult literacy students' positive self-affect. In 
Yost et al's. (1994) study of intervention practices used by postsecondary personnel 
primarily responsible for serving students with LD, teaching self-advocacy skills was 
identified as one of the most highly utilized interventions. Approximately two-thirds 
of the 510 respondents reported commonly working with students with LD toward the 
goal of independence, which included self-advocacy skills. 

Intervention approaches . Based on a survey and review of projects for Australian 
adults with "intellectual disabilities," Van-Kraayenoord (1992) concluded that 
approaches such as experiential learning ought to be foregone in favor of more direct 
instruction approaches that allow for over-learning and compensatory strategies. 

Other study findings expanded upon Van-Kraayenoord's (1992) conclusion. For 
example, Ramsey and Ramsey's (1983) study of a successful curriculum for Job Corps 
participants with LD. It was found successful in part because of individualized 
instruction and sequential learning of skill hierarchies. Geib and Chamie (1986) found 
in a case study of one adult male with LD that a "triage model" for promoting basic 
skills was effective. Butler (1994) examined the outcomes of teaching six 
postsecondary students procedures for generating strategic self-regulation. By 
participating in her "strategic content learning" instruction, the students developed 
positive beliefs about the usefulness of strategies and their abilities to effectively 
employ them. The adult students were also able to develop appropriate strategies. 
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Case studies of three college students with LD by Wren, Williams, and Kovitz (1987) 
also indicate that adult students benefit academically from using learning strategies. 

The researchers suggested the students' mature cognitive skills aid their efficient 
learning of the strategies. 

In one of the few comparison studies found in this review, Bartlett (1994) 
compared the performance of university students in a developmental mathematics 
course who learned a guided discovery method to that of other math students who did 
not learn the method. Both weekly performance data and student's self-reports were 
collected. Bartlett (1994) found that those who learn using the guided discovery 
approach have reduced anxiety about their math abilities and achieve higher than their 
peers in the control condition. 

Only a few of the intervention-based publications specifically studied the 
processes that occur during an intervention. Pomerance (1991), for example, analyzed 
how adult students interact when studying in tutoring pairs. Findings indicate that 
while tutor-tutee discussions include both directional and conversational relationships, 
the discussion of the literacy topics that are the focus of the tutoring intervention 
tended to be corrective in nature. D'Annunzio (1994) examined a tutoring intervention 
approach that highlighted collaboration and continuous feedback; and related it to the 
outcomes he identified. Among those outcomes were increased grade level 
performance on WRAT-R reading subtests and increased student self-confidence in 
reading and writing. In Alexander (1990), an adult student with LD kept a journal of 
her successful two-year tutorial experience. She identified six "strategies" that made 
the tutorial successful, they center around the tutor's understanding of learning 
disabilities, considerate instruction and care for the student. Approximately one-third 
of the ABE administrators Gadsden (1989) surveyed reported that their instruction 
includes one-to-one tutoring. 

In a year-long study of adult basic education students participating in computer- 
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assisted instruction (CAI) in the areas of math and reading, Hakim (1991) found that a 
CAI approach enhances their learning. 

In a study of preparation for post secondary school experiences, Bemacchio and 
Fortinsky (1988) found that students with specific learning disabilities who participate 
in a collaborative transition planning effort involving special education and vocational 
rehabilitation have both better post school employment satisfaction and better records 
of admission to postsecondary education than their peers who do not participate in the 
effort. In addition, the transition students are more likely to take advantage of tutoring 
and adult education programs. Perin and Flugman (1990) also found a transition 
program beneficial. Their subjects were young adults with severe learning disabilities 
who had left special education programs. In this program, trade skills are taught in 
addition to basic literacy and interpersonal skills. A majority of program completors 
show gains in both academic and interpersonal skills, as well as in competitive 
employment. 

The published studies of interventions should be very useful to those interested in 
literacy teaching practices for adults with LD. Many of them could be accessed in a 
literature search using terms such as reading, daily living skills, and tutoring. The studies 
tend to identify specific populations of adults with LD and literacy needs (e.g., 
community college students, those reading below fifth-grade level). Most describe the 
intervention studied in sufficient detail for the reader to replicate the practice. Also, 
they typically provide pre- and post-intervention performance data that may be useful 
for comparison if an intervention is replicated. 

Discussion 

A collective summarization of the research findings included in this review is 
difficult. The included publications cover a wide array of topics, with limited overlap. 
The most frequently corroborated implications seem to be that reading is a primary 
topic of literacy intervention, remediation is overwhelmingly the most common 
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approach to intervention. Also, positive self-affect is frequently reported among 
successful adult literacy students. It was not established that promoting positive affect 
will lead to literacy success, however. 

The most important finding may be the limited amount of research eligible for 
inclusion in this review. As has been noted, published relevant studies probably do 
exist that were simply excluded by our search criteria. The number excluded is 
unlikely to be large, given the breadth of our search procedures. Thus, we find little 
empirical evidence to support the "best practices" that adult literacy educators and 
their students engage in every day. Just as Lessen, Dudzinski, Karsh, & Van Acker 
(1989) found concerning practices for school children, intervention approaches have 
not be empirically linked to individuals with specific learning disabilities based on 
particular characteristics of the person or the specific LD. The same is surely true for 
interventions and adults with LD. Camine (1993) has noted that the majority of 
instructional practices and materials used in American education today have no 
empirical basis. 

A large percentage of the adult literacy teaching force are certified educators and 
a good portion of the others are well experienced despite lacking a certifying 
credential. We can put faith in the likelihood that they make informed decisions about 
what works best with their adult students with LD. In the absence of empirical 
evidence, many are well supported by their own insights and consultations with other 
professionals. Still, they are limited by such factors as professional isolation and 
insufficient information on which to base informed decisions. Common wisdom can 
benefit from research evidence. For example, it is commonly accepted that instruction 
that is appropriate for students with learning disabilities is appropriate for 
nondisabled learners as well. The converse is assumed not to be so. Empirical 
evidence indicates that there may be exceptions to this commonly accepted rule. For 
example, Fowler and Scarborough (1993) report that nondisabled adult learning 
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reading skills are in some instances hampered by the segmented learning that benefits 
students with learning disabilities (see also Adams, 1990). And, in other instances, 
regardless of disability status there is only one way to learn certain skills or concepts 
(Fowler and Scarborough, 1993). 

As is evidenced by the smattering of researched topics included in this review, 
there is little research in the specific case of adults with LD who have literacy learning 
needs to indicate precisely how they should best be screened and taught, and how 
programs in different contexts can be best arranged to meet their unique learning 
needs. We do adult literacy educators and their students with learning disabilities a 
disservice when we do not provide them with empirical evidence to inform their 
practice. 
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